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THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE 
WASHINGTON 

16 March 1964 


MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT 


SUBJECT: South Vietnam 


This report addresses two questions: 

1. What is the present situation in Vietnam? (What is the 

trend of the counterinsurgency program# how stable is the Khanh ^ 

government, and what is the effectiveness of our current policy 

of assisting the South Vietnamese Government by economic aid, 
military training and logistical support?) 

2. How can we improve that situation? (What are the plans 
and prospects of the Khanh government and what more should they 
be doing# and what more should the U. S. be doing under present 
or revised policy# in South Vietnam or against North Vietnam?) 

To answer the questions, the report will review: I. U. S. Objec- 
tives in South Vietnam; 11. Present U* S. Policy in South Vietnam; 

III. The Present Situation; IV. Alternative Present Courses of Ac- 
tion; V. Possible Later Actions; VI. Other Actions Considered But 
Rejected; and VII. Recommendations. 

I # U, S, Objectives in South Vietnam 

We seek an independent non-Communist South Vietnam. We do not 
require that it serve as a Western base or as a member of a Western 
Alliance. South Vietnam must be free# however# to accept outside as- 
sistance as required to maintain its security. This assistance should 
be able to t ak e the form not only of economic and social measures but 
also police and military help to root out and control insurgent elements 

Unless we can achieve this objective in South Vietnam# almost all of 
Southeast Asia will probably fall under Communist dominance (all of 
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia), accommodate to Communism so as to 
remove effective U. S. and anti -Communist influence (Burma), or fall 
under the domination of forces not now explicity Communist but likely 
then to become so (Indonesia taking over Malaysia). Thailand might 

hold for a period with our help, but would be under grave pressure. 
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basis -- indeed without specifically rejecting it -- would simply mean 
a Communist take-over in South Vietnam. Only the U. S. presence 
after 1954 held the South together under far more favorable circum- 
stances, and enabled Diem to refuse to go through with the 1954 pro- 
vision calling for nationwide "free" elections in 1956. Even talking 
about a U. S. withdrawal would undermine any chance of keeping a 
non -Communist government in South Vietnam, and the rug would 
probably be pulled before the negotiations had gone far. 

B. Initiate GVN and U. S. Military Actions Against North Vietnam 

We have given serious thought to all the implications and ways 
of carrying out direct military action against North Vietnam in order 
to supplement the counterinsurgency program in South Vietnam. (The 
analysis of overt U. S. action is attached as Annex A.) In summary, 
the actions break down into three categories: 

1. Border Control Actions. For example: 

-^a. An expansion of current authority for Laotian over- 
flights to permit low-level reconnaissance by aircraft when such 
flights are required to supplement the currently approved U-2 
flights . 


*^b. Vietn am ese cross-border ground penetrations into 
Laos, without the presence of U. S. advisors or re-supply by U.S. 
aircraft. 

S c. Expansion of the patrols into Laos to include use of 
U. S. advisors and re-supply by U. S. aircraft. 
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^d. Hot pursuit of VC forces moving across the Cam- 
bodian border and destruction of VC bases on the Vietnam/Cam- 
bodian line. 

e. Air and ground strikes against selected targets in 
Laos by South Vietnamese forces. 

2. Retaliatory Actions. For example: 

y/ a. Overt high and/or low level reconnaissance flights by 
U. S. or Farmgate aircraft over North Vietnam to assist in locat- 
ing and identifying the sources of external aid to the Viet Cong. 
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^ b. Retaliatory bombing strikes and commando raids on a 
tit-for-tat basis by the GVN against NVN targets (communica- 
tion centers, training camps, infiltration routes, etc.). 

^ c. Aerial mining by the GVN aircraft (possibly with U. S. 
assistance) of the major NVN ports. 

3. Graduated Overt Military Pressue by GVN and U. S. Forces. 

This program would go beyond reacting on a tit-for-tat basis. 

It would include air attacks against military and possibly industrial 
targets. The program would utilize the combined resources of the 
GVN Air Force and the U. S. Farmgate Squadron, with the latter 
reinforced by three squadrons of B-57 f s presently in Japan. Before 
this program could be implemented it would be necessary to provide 
some additional air defense for South Vietnam and to ready U. S. 
forces in the Pacific for possible escalation. 

The analysis of the more serious of these military actions (from 
2(b) upward) revealed the extremely delicate nature of such opera- 
tions, both from the military and political standpoints. There would 
be the problem of marshalling the case to justify such action, the 
problem of communist escalation, and the problem of dealing with the 
pressures for premature or "stacked" negotiations. We would have 
to calculate the effect of such military actions against a specified 
political objective. That objective, while being cast in terms of elim- 
inating North Vietnamese control and direction of the insurgency, 
would in practical terms be directed toward collapsing the morale 
and the self-assurance of the Viet Cong cadres now operating in South 
Vietnam and bolstering the morale of the Khanh regime. We could 
not, of course, be sure that our objective could be achieved by any 
means within the practical range of our options. Moreover, and per- 
haps most importantly, unless and until the Khanh government has 
established its position and preferably is making significant progress 
.. in the South, an overt extension of operations into the North carries 
the risk of being mounted from an extremely weak base which might 
at any moment collapse and leave the posture of political confronta- 
tion worsened rather than improved. 

The other side of the argument is that the young Khanh govern- 
ment needs the reinforcement of some significant success against 
the North and without them the in-country program, even with the 
expansion discussed in Section C below, may not be sufficient to 
stem the tide. 
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On balance, except to the extent suggested in Section V below, I 
recommend against initiation at this time of overt GVN and/or U. S 
military actions against North Vietnam. 


C. Initiate Measures to Improve the Situation in South Vietnam. 


There were and are sound reasons for the limits imposed by 
present policy — the South Vietnamese must win their own fight; 

U. S. intervention on a larger scale, and/or GVN actions against 
the North, would disturb key allies and other nations; etc. In any 
case, it is vital that we continue to take every reasonable measure 
to assure success in South Vietnam. The policy choice is not an 
"either /or" between this course of action and possible pressures 
against the North; the former is essential without regard to our 
decision with respect to the latter. The latter can, at best, only 
reinforce the former. 


The following are the actions we believe can be taken in order 
to improve the situation both in the immediate future and over a 
longer term period. To emphasize that a new phase has begun, 
the measures to be taken by the Khanh government should be des- 
cribed by some term such as "South Vietnam's Program for Na- 
tional Mobilization. " 


Basic U. S. Posture 

1. The U. S. at all levels must continue to make it em- 
phatically clear that we are prepared to furnish assistance 
and support for as long as it takes to bring the insurgency 
under control. 

2. The U. S. at all levels should continue to make it 
clear that we fully support the Khanh government and are 
totally opposed to any further coups. The ambassador should 
instruct all elements, including the military advisors, to re- 
port intelligence information of possible coups promptly, with 
the decision to be made by the ambassador whether to report 
such information to Khanh. However, we must recognize that 
otix chances would not be great of detecting and preventing a 
coup that had major military backing. 

3. We should support fully the Pacification Plan now an- 
nounced by Khanh (described in Annex B), and particularly the 
basic theory -- now fully accepted both on the Vietnamese and 
U. S. sides — of concentrating on the more secure areas and 
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working out from these through military operations to provide 
security, followed by necessary civil and economic actions to 
make the presence of the government felt and to provide eco- 
nomic improvements. This so-called ’’oil spot'* theory is ex- 
cellent, and its acceptance is a major step forward. However, 
it is necessary to push hard to get specific instructions out to 
the provinces, so that there is real unity of effort at alllevels. 
A related matter is to stabilize the assignment of province 
chiefs and senior commanders and clarify their responsibili- 
ties and relationships. 

Many of the actions described in succeeding para- 
graphs fit right into the framework of the Plan as an- 
nounced by Khanh. Wherever possible, we should tie 
our urging of such actions to Khanh’ s own formulation 
of them, so that he will be carrying out a Vietnamese 
plan and not one imposed by the U. S. 
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V. Possible Later Actions 

If the Khanh government takes hold vigorously inspiring 
confidence, whether or not noteworthy progress has been made 

or if we get hard information of significantly stepped-up VC 

arms supply from the North, we may wish to mount new and 
significant pressures against North Vietnam. We should start 
preparations for such a capability now. (See Annex C for an 
analysis of the situation in North Vietnam and Communist 
China. ) Specifically, we should develop a capability to initiate 
within 72 hours the "Border Control" a / and "Retaliatory 
Actions" referred to on pages 5 and 6 r and we should achieve a 
capability to initiate with 30 days* notice the program of 
"Graduated Overt Military Pressure. " The reasoning behind 
this program of preparations for initiating action against North 
Vietnam is rooted in the fact that, even with progress in the 
pacification plan, the Vietnamese Government and the population 
in the South will still have to face the prospect of a very lengthy 
campaign based on a war-weary nation and operating against Viet 
Cong cadres who retain a great measure of motivation and 
assurance. 

In this connection. General Khanh stated that his primary 
concern is to establish a firm base in the South. He favors 
continuation of covert activities against North Vietnam, but until 
such time as "rear-area security" has been established, he does 
not wish to engage in overt operations against the North. 

In order to accelerate the realization of pacification and 
particularly in order to denigrate the morale of the Viet Cong 
forces, it may be necessary at some time in the future to put 
demonstrable retaliatory pressure on the North. Such a course 
of action might proceed according to the scenario outlined m 

Annex D. 


a / Authority sh o ul d be granted immediately for covert Vietnamese 
- operations into Laos, for the purposes of border control and 
"hot pursuit" into Laos. Decision on "hot pursuit" into 
Cambodia should await further study of our relations with that 

country. 
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VII. Recommendations 

I recommend that you instruct the appropriate agencies of 
the U. S. Government: 

1. To make it clear that we are prepared to furnish 
assistance and support to South Vietnam for as long as it 
takes to bring the insurgency under control. 

2. To make it clear that we fully support the Khanh 
government and are opposed to any further coups. 

3. To support a Program for National Mobilization 
(including a national service law) to put South Vietnam on 
a war footing. 

4. To assist the Vietnamese to increase the armed 
forces (regular plus paramilitary) by at least 50,000 men. 

5. To assist the Vietnamese to create a greatly enlarged 
Civil Administrative Corps for work at province, district 
and hamlet levels. 

6. To assist the Vietnamese to improve and reorganize 
the paramilitary forces and to increase their compensation. 

7. To assist the Vietnamese to create an offensive 
guerrilla force. 

8. To provide the Vietnamese Air Force 25 A-1H air- 
craft in exchange for the present T-28s. 

9. To provide the Vietnamese Army additional M-113 
armored personnel carriers (withdrawing the M- 114s there), 
additional river boats, and approximately $5-10 million of 
other additional material. 

10. To announce publicly the Fertilizer Program and to 
expand it with a view within two years to trebling the amount 
of fertilizer made available. 
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11. To authorize continued high-level U.S. overflights 
of South Vietnam's borders and to authorize "hot pursuit 
and South Vietnamese ground operations over the Laotian 
line for the purpose of border control. More ambitious 
operations into Laos involving units beyond battalion size 
should be authorized only with the approval of Souvanna 
Phouma. Operations across the Cambodian border should 
depend on the state of relations with Cambodia. 

12. To prepare immediately to be in a position on 72 
hours' notice to initiate the full range of Laotian and 
Cambodian "Border Control" actions (beyond those 
authorized in paragraph 11 above) and the "Retaliatory 
Actions" against North Vietnam, and to be m a position on 
30 days* notice to initiate the program of "Graduated Overt 
Military Pressure" against North Vietnam. 


Robert S. McNamara 
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